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On the morning of May 11, two army officers tried to stage a coup against the government of
President Vinicio Cerezo. Two columns of soldiers from military bases in Retalhuleu and Jutiapa
were within 90 km. and 25 km. outside the capital, respectively, when stopped by loyal troops and
persuaded to return to their barracks. The loyalist troops, led by Gens. Juan Leonel Bolanos and Otto
Erick Ponce, were supported by tanks and artillery. Jutiapa is located 75 miles south of the capital,
and Retalhuleu, 115 miles east. Statements by the Defense Ministry later in the day did not reveal
the identity of the two insurgent officers, nor the number of soldiers involved in the insurrection.
(Other sources, including the Argentine news agency, DYN, reported on May 11 that an estimated
2,000 troops had joined the two officers.) At a news conference on Wednesday in Guatemala City,
Defense Minister Gen. Hector Gramajo Morales read a prepared statement, describing the incidents
"acts of indiscipline" that were shortlived. Only two of the army's 74 bases and installations, he said,
were involved. "They were immediately neutralized, and the officers involved immediately changed
their attitude," he said. According to the minister, the officers and soldiers involved had been fooled
by "speculation and disinformation" propagated by civilians, whom he did not identify. One of
the rebels temporarily blocked the road leading from Guatemala City to El Salvador, prompting
the army to deploy extra troops around the capital, he said. Otherwise, Guatemala City remained
quiet throughout the morning. On May 12, the Defense Ministry reported that the insurrection was
neutralized without a shot being fired, and the two officers who led it were in custody and under
interrogation. President Cerezo's government is reportedly treating the incident as an indication
of discontent within the military. According to the local media, the government was expected to
reveal the names of 15 businesspersons opposed to Cerezo's economic policies who distributed a
large amount of cash in their efforts to persuade Army troops at Jutiapa and Retalhuleu to revolt.
According to a report by the New York Times (05/13/88), the coup attempt came after several
months of rumors of discontent in the army, unexplained transfers of principal army commanders
and criticism of Cerezo's government by extreme rightwing businesspersons and politicians allied
to the military. Two major rallying points for the military allies have been a package of tax hikes
passed in 1987 and government attempts to initiate a very modest land redistribution program.
During a televised speech on May 11 to a business group in Guatemala City, Cerezo admitted that
there was serious discontent in the army and among some civilians, which he said was motivated
by "old attitudes and the phantasm of Communism." Defense Minister Gramajo appears to have
been the major influence in defusing the uprising. The general is reportedly under fire from young
officers in field commands, who issued proclamations before, during and after the attempted coup
to reportedly keep up the pressure on the high command. Unnamed diplomats and politicians say
that army officers are also unhappy because Cerezo recently permitted leftist representatives to
visit the country and has increased contacts with Cuba. The officers reportedly are also frustrated
because the return of civilian government has not brought vastly increased US aid. (Basic data from
AP, 05/11/88, 05/12/88; DYN, 05/11/88; Prensa Latina, 05/12/88; New York Times, 05/13/88)

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 2

LADB Article Id: 074889
ISSN: 1089-1560

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 2

